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A. History and Political Background
1	The promotion and protection of → human rights is a primary goal of the → United Nations (UN). Art. 1 para. 3 Charter of the United Nations (‘UN Charter’; [adopted 26 June 1945, entered into force 24 October 1945] 145 BSP 805; → United Nations Charter) defines international co-operation in promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion as one of the purposes and principles of the organization (→ United Nations, Purposes and Principles). The relevance of human rights has repeatedly been stressed by the → international community of → State[s] and by → civil society organizations. The second World Conference on Human Rights (‘WCHR’; ‘Conference’) was convened in Vienna, in 1993, to carry out an analysis of the international human rights system and the promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms.
2	The first WCHR took place in Teheran, resulting in the Final Act of the International Conference on Human Rights (‘Proclamation of Teheran’), adopted on 13 May 1968 to review the progress made in the 20 years since the adoption of the → Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) (‘UDHR’; UNGA Res 217 A [III] [10 December 1948] GAOR 3rd Session Part I 71). 25 years later, on 25 June 1993, 171 States closed the second WCHR with the adoption of the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action (‘VDPA’).
3	The agenda of the WCHR was ambitious. The objectives of the Conference were to evaluate the progress made in the field of human rights since the adoption of the UDHR and to identify obstacles to further progress in this area and ways in which they can be overcome. A goal of the WCHR was to formulate recommendations for strengthening international co-operation in the field of human rights in conformity with the UN Charter and with international human rights instruments (→ General Comments/Recommendations) and for ensuring the → universality, objectivity and non­selectivity of the consideration of human rights issues (see paras 10–12 below). Further, the WCHR was to consider the relationship between development (→ Development, Right to, International Protection), democracy (→ Democracy, Right to, International Protection), and the universal enjoyment of all human rights, keeping in view the interrelationship and indivisibility of economic, social, cultural, civil and political rights (see paras 13–15 below); enhancing the effectiveness of UN activities and mechanisms and securing the necessary financial and other resources for UN activities in the area of human rights (see paras 16–21 below; → Human Rights, Activities of International Organizations), and the challenges to the full realization of all human rights of women (see paras 22–25 below) and men, and the rights of persons belonging to vulnerable groups (see paras 26–27 below).
4	In preparation of the WCHR a series of intergovernmental meetings took place. Three regional conferences were organized as official preparatory meetings (see also → Regional International Law). The regional meeting for Africa took place in Tunis, Tunisia (→ International Law, Regional Developments: Africa); Latin American and Caribbean States met in San José, Costa Rica (see also → International Law, Regional Developments: Latin America), and Asian States met in Bangkok, Thailand (see also → International Law, Regional Developments: East Asia; → International Law, Regional Developments: South Asia; → International Law, Regional Developments: South-East Asia). There was no official regional meeting for Europe; instead, an interregional meeting was organized by the → Council of Europe (COE) in Strasbourg, France. Each preparatory meeting resulted in a regional → declaration that was distributed as an official document of the WCHR. These declarations made clear that the WCHR would be filled with tensions and that the universality of human rights would be challenged. This was phrased most clearly in the Final Declaration of the Regional Meeting for Asia of the World Conference on Human Rights (‘Bangkok Declaration’). While reaffirming the universality of human rights, it stated that ‘they must be considered in the context of a dynamic and evolving process of international norm-setting, bearing in mind the significance of national and regional particularities and various historical, cultural and religious backgrounds’ (Para. 8 Bangkok Declaration). On the other hand there was the ‘Final Declaration of the Regional Meeting for Africa of the World Conference on Human Rights’ (‘Tunis Declaration’) that reaffirmed that ‘the universal nature of human rights is beyond question; their protection and promotion are the duty of all States, regardless of their political, economic or cultural systems’ (Para. 2 Tunis Declaration).
5	Tensions were indeed clearly discernible in Vienna. States questioned the universality of human rights and the → legitimacy of addressing the human rights situation against the will of the State concerned. The arguments of States challenging interferences were based—not entirely without justification—on the selectivity and politicization of organs such as the UN Commission on Human Rights in addressing the situation in only a limited number of countries (→ United Nations Commission on Human Rights/United Nations Human Rights Council). In the weeks before the Conference it was doubtful whether States would reach consensus on an outcome document. The draft versions had large sections of text between brackets, indicating that no agreement had been reached and that → negotiation[s] were continuing. 
6	This background appeared to encourage → non-governmental organizations (‘NGOs’) to enhance their co-operation (see also → Human Rights, Role of Non-Governmental Organizations), which resulted in an important role prior to and during the WCHR. Within the framework of the regional preparatory conferences, NGOs held their own meetings and adopted their own declarations which displayed much more agreement on issues such as the universality of human rights and the legitimacy of interference by the international community with the human rights situation in a country. For example, the Bangkok NGO Declaration on Human Rights observed that universal human rights standards are rooted in many cultures. It further affirmed that ‘human rights are of universal concern and are universal in value, the advocacy of human rights cannot be considered to be an encroachment upon national sovereignty’ (Para. 1(3) Bangkok NGO Declaration on Human Rights). More than 1,000 international, regional and local NGOs from all parts of the world participated in the NGO-Forum, that preceded the WCHR. The theme of their meeting was ‘All human rights for all’.
7	The conflict in the former Yugoslavia (see also → Yugoslavia, Dissolution of), in particular the dramatic situation in → Bosnia-Herzegovina—at such a short distance from Vienna—cast its shadow on the Conference. It resulted in the adoption of a decision by the WCHR, appealing to the UN Security Council (→ United Nations, Security Council) ‘to take the necessary measures to end the genocide taking place in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and in particular at Gorazde’. Further, the WCHR adopted a special declaration on the situation in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
8	Despite the controversies and the tensions, the WCHR adopted a final document by → consensus. The VDPA were submitted to the UN General Assembly (→ United Nations, General Assembly), that endorsed it by UNGA Resolution 48/121 of 20 December 1993.
B. Contents and Assessment
9	The VDPA is a lengthy document, addressing all important human rights themes, such as racism, religious freedom, food and education (→ Food, Right to, International Protection; → Education, Right to, International Protection), as well as the rights of groups such as minorities (→ Group Rights; → Minorities, International Protection), → refugees, disabled people, and children (→ Disabled People, Non-Discrimination of; → Children, International Protection). It is composed of two parts: a declaration and a programme of action. This section discusses a selection of issues.
1. Universality of Human Rights
10	The question whether human rights are universal or relative to culture has long been debated. Relativists submit that human rights are a western invention, based on western values that cannot be imposed on other cultures. The UDHR was adopted in 1948, when the UN had only a limited membership (see also → International Organizations or Institutions, Membership). Western countries indeed took the lead in preparing the UDHR after World War II. However, the drafting of the UDHR took place in the UN Commission on Human Rights, 11 of whose 15 members came from Africa, Asia, Latin America and Eastern Europe. It is significant that the Proclamation of Teheran stated that the UDHR ‘constitutes an obligation for the members of the international community’ (Para. 2 Proclamation of Teheran). → State practice after the adoption of the UDHR shows adherence from States from all regions to the major human rights instruments. Nevertheless, the WCHR became a forum at which the universality of human rights was challenged. The challenges mainly came from → governments, not from victims of human rights violations and NGOs.
11	The VDPA reaffirmed in its first paragraph that the universal nature of human rights is beyond question. Para. 5 VDPA reflects the consensus that was reached by the WCHR on the issue of universality. It states that: 
All human rights are universal, indivisible, interdependent and interrelated. The international community must treat human rights globally in a fair and equal manner, on the same footing, and with the same emphasis. While the significance of national and regional particularities and various historical, cultural and religious backgrounds must be borne in mind, it is the duty of States, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems, to promote and protect all human rights and fundamental freedoms.
12	Universality of human rights must not be confused with uniform interpretation (see also → Interpretation in International Law). Universal acceptance of human rights does not imply that all human rights can or must be applied in a uniform manner (see also → Human Rights, Domestic Implementation). With respect to some rights, such as the right to freedom of expression (→ Opinion and Expression, Freedom of, International Protection), differences in the application are acceptable, whereas for other rights, such as the right to be free from torture (→ Torture, Prohibition of), this is not the case.
2. Indivisibility of Human Rights; the Right to Development
13	The question of the indivisibility of human rights is related to the question of universality; the VDPA stresses the universality and indivisibility in the same paragraph. The question of the indivisibility of human rights largely concerns the question whether one category of rights should be accorded priority over another. Especially during the → Cold War (1947–91), Western States tended to emphasize the importance of civil and political rights, such as the right to freedom of expression, association and political participation (→ Association, Freedom of, International Protection), whereas Socialist and Third World States stressed the importance of economic, social and cultural rights, such as the right to health (→ Health, Right to, International Protection), food and work (→ Work, Right to, International Protection). An illustration of this is the well-known question whether people who are hungry care for a ‘luxury right’ such as the right to freedom of expression. The Proclamation of Teheran acknowledged the indivisibility of all human rights, and stated that the full realization of civil and political rights without the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights was impossible.
14	The WCHR saw a revival of the debate on the priorities and the interrelation of human rights against a background of a plea to developed States for economic and social rights and development, and to developing States for greater respect for civil and political rights (→ Developing Countries). There was almost no disagreement on the recognition that, as a matter of principle, all human rights are indivisible and interdependent. The concern of developing States and their dissatisfaction about the application of double standards is reflected in the VDPA, stating the importance of ensuring universality, objectivity and non-selectivity of the consideration of human rights issues in addition to the above-mentioned call to the international community to treat all human rights in a fair and equal manner. With reference to the Declaration on the Right to Development adopted by UNGA Resolution 41/128 of 4 December 1986 (GAOR 41st Session Supp 53, 186) the WCHR reaffirmed that the right to development is a human right (→ Development, Right to, International Protection). It also stressed that the lack of development may not be invoked to justify the abridgement of internationally recognized human rights.
15	The issue of the linking of development co-operation to the implementation of structural adjustment policies or civil and political rights was another issue subject to debate. The Bangkok Declaration was very explicit, as it ‘discourage[d] any attempt to use human rights as a conditionality for extending development assistance’ (Para. 4 Bangkok Declaration). The WCHR stated that ‘the promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms at the national and international levels should be universal and conducted without conditions attached’ (Part I para. 8 VDPA). This phrase does not solve the matter entirely, as the VDPA does not explicitly accept or reject the question of attaching conditions to development co-operation, which must not be equated to the right to development. 
3. Monitoring and Implementation of Human Rights Standards
16	One of the principal goals of the Conference was to ‘formulate concrete recommendations for improving the effectiveness of United Nations activities and mechanisms in the field of human rights through programmes aimed at promoting, encouraging and monitoring respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms’ (Para. 1(e) Introduction Report of the World Conference on Human Rights: Report of the Secretary-General) and ‘to make recommendations for ensuring the necessary financial and other resources for UN activities in the promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms’ (Para 1(f) Introduction Report of the World Conference on Human Rights: Report of the Secretary-General). Various studies carried out in preparation of the WHCR deal with different aspects of the effective functioning of the UN human rights machinery, in particular the treaty-based system.
17	One of the proposals before the WCHR concerned the establishment of a post of a Special or High Commissioner for Human Rights (→ Human Rights, United Nations High Commissioner for [UNHCHR]). The human rights NGO → Amnesty International (AI) lobbied for the establishment of such a post, arguing that entrusting a high-level official with tasks including co-ordination and early warning and urgent action would improve the promotion and protection of human rights within the UN system. The VDPA called for the UN General Assembly ‘to begin, as a matter of priority, consideration of the question of the establishment of a High Commissioner for Human Rights for the promotion and protection of all human rights’ (Part II para. 18 VDPA). The post was created in 1993 by UNGA Resolution 48/141 of 20 December 1993 (GAOR 48th Session Supp 49 vol 1, 261), which gives the UNHCHR the broad mandate to promote and protect all human rights: civil, political, economic, social and cultural.
18	A prerequisite to effective implementation is the universal ratification of human rights treaties, which was called for by the WCHR in strong terms, accompanied by a call to avoid, as far as possible, the resort to reservations (→ Treaties, Multilateral, Reservations to). As a direct follow-up to this recommendation, the UNHCHR has invited heads of State and government to consider all the means available to them for working towards this goal (→ Heads of Governments and Other Senior Officials; → Heads of State). Only with respect to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (‘CROC’; [adopted 20 November 1989, entered into force 2 September 1990] 1577 UNTS 3), did the VDPA include a specific date: the VDPA calls for universal ratification of the CROC by 1995.
19	Over the years, the number of human rights treaties and organs monitoring their implementation has increased significantly. This has led to discussions on the burden for States Parties to comply with the requirements under the treaties and the need for treaty bodies to carry out their work effectively (→ Human Rights, Treaty Bodies). The WCHR did not formulate drastic recommendations such as a merger of all treaty bodies or the establishment of an International Court of Human Rights, but instead recommended the human rights treaty bodies, the meetings of chairpersons of the treaty bodies and the meetings of States parties to, 
continue to take steps aimed at coordinating the multiple reporting requirements and guidelines for preparing State reports under the respective human rights conventions and study the suggestion that the submission of one overall report on treaty obligations undertaken by each State would make these procedures more effective and increase their impact. (Part II para. 87 VDPA.)
Further studies have indeed been carried out; yet the problem is still acute. As of 2007 seven human rights treaty bodies exist, and two more human rights instruments have recently been adopted which will both be monitored by treaty bodies that are shortly to be established. In the meantime, a number of suggestions made by experts have been taken, and have led to alleviation of the reporting burden and strengthening of the monitoring procedures. Nevertheless, despite the fact that the issue of effective functioning of the treaty monitoring system has been on the agenda since the early 1980s, the problem has not been solved and is the subject of on-going discussions. The UNHCHR has made proposals for further co-ordination and further-reaching reform is likely to take shape.
20	The WCHR expressed its concern about the impunity of perpetrators of human rights violations. It recommended that the → International Law Commission (ILC) continue its work on the establishment of an international criminal court. The Rome Statute, establishing the → International Criminal Court (ICC), was adopted five years later (→ International Criminal Law).
21	The WCHR underlined,
the importance of preserving and strengthening the system of special procedures, rapporteurs, representatives, experts and working groups of the Commission on Human Rights and the Sub-Commission on the Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, in order to enable them to carry out their mandates in all countries throughout the world, providing them with the necessary human and financial resources. (Part II para. 95 VDPA.)
However, it did not make a concrete recommendation to increase the budget of the (then) Centre for Human Rights significantly. The budget has increased since 1993, yet the UNHCHR continues to seek extra funding from voluntary contributions to carry out her plans. 
4. Human Rights of Women
22	The WCHR constituted a landmark in the development of women’s rights as human rights (→ Women, Rights of, International Protection). Most memorable is the recognition of violence against women, including domestic violence, as a violation of women’s human rights (→ Gender-Based Crimes). Issues such as reproductive rights, domestic violence and genital mutilation affect women disproportionately. Their concerns were rarely addressed by the human rights treaty bodies and the political human rights organs, such as the UN Commission on Human Rights. Women’s organizations successfully drew attention to the inadequate protection of women’s human rights by the international human rights system. The VDPA recognized that ‘the human rights of women and of the girl-child are an inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal human rights’ (Part I para. 18 VDPA); on the issue of violence against women, the WCHR stated that ‘gender-based violence and all forms of sexual harassment and exploitation, including those resulting from cultural prejudice and international trafficking, are incompatible with the dignity and worth of the human person, and must be eliminated’ (ibid).
23	The fact that various religious and cultural practices are harmful to women’s human rights has been recognized by the VDPA, though the debate showed the controversies. The universality of women’s human rights was underlined and various paragraphs refer to religious and cultural practices and women’s human rights. The VDPA calls upon States ‘to take all appropriate measures in compliance with their international obligations and with due regard to their respective legal systems to counter intolerance and related violence based on religion or belief, including practices of discrimination against women’ (Part II para. 27 VDPA). The debate preceding the adoption of this paragraph showed opposition to language associating religious practices with violations of women’s rights. The subsequently adopted Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (adopted by UNGA Res 48/104 of 20 December 1993 [GAOR 48th Session Supp 49 vol 1, 217]) is clearer, stating that States ‘should condemn violence against women and should not invoke any custom, tradition or religious consideration to avoid their obligations with respect to its elimination’ (Art. 4 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women). The issue of violence against has remained a priority issue on the agenda of the UN General Assembly and the UN Commission on Human Rights, now the UN Human Rights Council.
24	Part II VDPA devotes much attention to women’s human rights. This section calls for, inter alia, withdrawal of reservations by States Parties to the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (‘CEDAW’; [adopted 18 December 1979, entered into force 3 September 1981] 1249 UNTS 13) that are contrary to the object and purpose of the CEDAW or otherwise incompatible with → international law (→ Treaties, Object and Purpose). It also supports the establishment of new procedures strengthening the implementation of women’s human rights. Two suggestions of the VDPA were indeed implemented: in 1994 the UN Commission on Human Rights established the function of a Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Its Causes and Consequences, and in 1999 the UN General Assembly adopted an Optional Protocol to the CEDAW ([adopted 6 October 1999, entered into force 20 December 2000] 2131 UNTS 83), establishing an individual petition procedure as well as an inquiry procedure. As the CEDAW itself only contains a reporting procedure, the Optional Protocol to the CEDAW significantly broadened the monitoring powers of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. 
25	The WCHR stressed that the human rights of women should be integrated into the mainstream of UN system-wide activity. A development in this respect that can be seen as a follow-up to this call and the Beijing Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995 is the adoption of UNSC Resolution 1325 (2000) of 31 October 2000 (SCOR 55th Year 177). Among others, this resolution urges the UN Secretary-General to appoint more women as special representatives and envoys to pursue → good offices on his behalf (→ United Nations, Secretary-General), to seek to expand the role and contribution of women in UN field-based operations, and especially among military → observers, civilian police, human rights and humanitarian personnel. It further calls on all parties to armed conflict to take special measures to protect women and girls from gender-based violence (→ Armed Conflict, International; → Armed Conflict, Non-International), particularly rape and other forms of sexual abuse, and all other forms of violence in situations of armed conflict, and emphasizes the responsibility of all States to put an end to impunity and to prosecute those responsible for → genocide, → crimes against humanity, and → war crimes including those relating to sexual and other violence against women and girls, and in this regard stresses the need to exclude these crimes, where feasible, from amnesty provisions. Various initiatives have been taken by UN bodies, such as the UN Development Fund for Women (‘UNIFEM’), and NGOs to implement this resolution. 
5. Indigenous People(s)
26	The WCHR discussed the human rights of → indigenous peoples. One of the controversies concerned the status of indigenous peoples in international law. Despite lobbies from human rights organizations, the VDPA refers to the rights of individual peoples as rights of individuals (→ Individuals in International Law), not as rights of peoples, as this might lead to claims for → self-determination, under the → International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) ([adopted 19 December 1966, entered into force 23 March 1976] 999 UNTS 171) and the → International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) ([adopted 16 December 1966, entered into force 3 January 1976] 993 UNTS 3). The WCHR recognized the ‘inherent dignity and the unique contribution of indigenous people to the development and plurality of society’ (Part I para. 20 VDPA) and strongly reaffirmed ‘the commitment of the international community to their economic, social and cultural well-being and their enjoyment of the fruits of sustainable development’ (ibid; → Sustainable Development). The WCHR recommended ‘the proclamation of an international decade of the world’s indigenous people, to begin from January 1994, including action-orientated programmes, to be decided upon in partnership with indigenous people’ (Part. II para. 32 VDPA), supported by an appropriate voluntary trust fund (→ Trust Funds). It further recommended the consideration of the establishment of a ‘permanent forum for indigenous people in the United Nations system’ (ibid).
27	The International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People was celebrated between 1995 and 2004 and resulted in the establishment of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. In 2001, a Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of Indigenous Peoples was appointed. In 2006 the Human Rights Council adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, recommending its adoption by the UN General Assembly. In 2006, the draft declaration was not adopted.
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